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Evidence-Based Instructional Strategies for Adult Learners:  

A Review of the Literature 

Rebecca Carlson McCall, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill 

Kristy Padron, Florida Atlantic University 

Carl Andrews, Bronx Community College 

Abstract 

Students over age 25 are an increasingly high percentage of higher education 

enrollments. These students, known as adult learners, enter college with life and work 

experiences as well as responsibilities, so they have different educational needs, 

expectations, and interests than traditional college students. The theory of adult learning 

that addresses the best ways to teach adult learners is called andragogy. While the 

construct of andragogy is subject to debate, the education field draws on its findings to 

design learning environments for adult learners. Academic libraries can also apply 

andragogy in their information literacy and instructional practices. This literature review 

examines articles in education and library science and summarizes evidence-based 

instructional strategies that address adult learning needs. The review also identifies the 

need for further studies on applying andragogy in library instruction.    

Keywords:  library instruction, adult learners, andragogy, libraries, instructional 

design, information literacy  
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Introduction 

The increasing enrollment of adult learners, students older than the traditional 

college age of 18 to 25, is an ongoing trend in higher education. They are a growing 

population in online and face-to-face classes at U.S. colleges and universities. Data from 

the U.S. Department of Education show the percentage of adult learners is growing in 

proportion to the total number of students enrolled. In response to this development, 

articles in the education and library science literature address teaching age-diverse 

courses and meeting the unique needs of adult learners in the classroom and the library. 

Examining these articles can generate best practices for instruction and provide improved 

research assistance to adult learner constituencies. However, more research is needed in 

this area for generalizability, particularly studies based on populations larger than one 

particular course or student group. 

Definition of Population 

The adult student population is known by many terms in the education and library 

science literature. Adult learners, non-traditional students, lifelong learners, re-entry 

students, mature learners, or second-chance students are some of the common 

descriptors used by researchers (Gust, 2006). Adult learners appears to be term most used 

in recent research and is viewed as an accurate, descriptive, and non-pejorative name for 

this group (Donavant, Daniel, & MacKewn, 2013; Kenner & Weinerman, 2011; 

Marschall & Davis, 2012). This paper will use adult learners or adult students 

interchangeably when referring to student age 25 and older enrolled at higher education 

institutions.  

Statistics on Adult Learners in Higher Education 
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Information from the U.S. Department of Education’s National Center for 

Education Statistics (NCES) show consistent increases in the number of adult learners at 

U.S. degree-granting institutions of higher education. Enrollment for all students grew 11 

percent from 1991 to 2001, and then an additional 20 percent from 2003 to 2013. In 

2003, just over 10 million students age 14 to 24 enrolled at degree-granting 

postsecondary institutions while almost 7 million students age 25 and older were 

enrolled.  Ten years later, over 12 million younger students and over 8 million adult 

students were enrolled (U.S. Department of Education, 2014). 

NCES statistics from 2000 to 2011 show a large enrollment growth of all 

students, and while this dramatic growth is expected to slow in the near future, they 

predict that adult student enrollment will increase at greater rates (U.S. Department of 

Education, 2012).  NCES projects adult student enrollment to increase by 14%, compared 

to 13% for traditional aged students who had larger enrollment increases in the past (U.S. 

Department of Education, 2014). The number of enrolled adult learners is projected to 

increase to 8.5 million by 2019 and then to 9.3 million by 2024; the number of enrolled 

adult students will increase more quickly than the number of younger students enrolled as 

noted in Figure 1 (U.S. Department of Education, 2014, Table 303.40).   

Enrollment increases in adult students will have an impact on the overall student 

population and demographics of higher education institutions and also within the 

classroom.  Where previously the majority or even the entirety of students enrolled in 

undergraduate programs were under age 25, institutions can expect to see more students 

who are 10 or more years older. These adult students bring extensive life and work 

experiences to their studies and into their classrooms, so they have different educational 
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needs, expectations, and interests than those of younger students. 

FIGURE 1 - TOTAL FALL SEMESTER STUDENT ENROLLMENT IN DEGREE-

GRANTING INSTITUTIONS BY AGE:   SELECTED YEARS, 2003 THROUGH 2024 

 
 

Instructors and librarians will need to address the needs of adult students by using 

instructional practices based on andragogical concepts to ensure these students receive a 

quality education. This literature review will describe some evidence-based strategies for 

librarians who work with adult learners.   

Methods 

A review of the education and library science literature was performed using the 

online databases Education Source, ERIC, JSTOR, LISTA, and ProQuest Dissertations 

and Theses. The search concepts used were ‘adult learners,’ ‘andragogy,’ ‘academic 

instruction,’ and ‘librarians.’ The articles sourced, which cover over 20 years of research 

on instructional strategies for adult learners, enable clear conclusions on the best 

practices for applying andragogy for teaching and learning in academic libraries.  
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Literature Review 

Theory of Andragogy  

Andragogy is the science of adult education; it focuses on the learning process 

and the learner’s internalized needs rather than the teaching process and the teacher’s 

outcomes. The principles of andragogy were developed to create educational 

philosophies that focus on the needs of adult students and incorporate their life and career 

experiences (Lindeman, 1926; Knowles, 1980; Knowles, Holton, & Swanson, 2012).  

The central tenets of andragogy, as developed by Malcolm Knowles (2012) and 

based on the original theories of Eduard Lindeman, are: “(1) the learner’s need to know, 

(2) self-concept of the learner, (3) prior experience of the learner, (4) readiness to learn, 

(5) orientation to learning, and (6) motivation to learn” (p. 3). In the classroom, this 

translates to a “focus on learning rather than on teaching,” and on lifelong learning to 

where students are taught skills and strategies they can apply to their career(s) and 

throughout their lifespan (Knowles, 1980, p. 18). These concepts are now familiar to 

most educators since Lindeman and Knowles’ original work, and many recent education 

studies use the principles of andragogy.  

General Education Research 

Andragogy has been examined within various aspects of higher education 

instruction. One study by Kenner and Weinerman (2011) addressed how adult learning 

theory can help instructors understand the uniqueness of adult learners and that 

andragogy “can provide specific tools that help adult learners integrate into the college or 

university environment and increase their chances for success” (p. 88). Andragogy can 

also be applied to teaching specific topics. Freedman, Echt, Cooper, Miner, and Parker 
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(2012), applied these strategies to health literacy, providing a case study of andragogy in 

action, and Marschall and Davis (2012) wrote about andragogical principles being used 

to teach critical reading skills. In 2013, Rapchak and Behary expanded on previous 

andragogy research by applying the theory to online education, addressing how to teach 

digital non-natives in the online environment.    

Andragogy has also been studied among instructors and students. Gilstrap (2013) 

showed its use in curriculum design to make course and program outcomes more relevant 

to students. Two studies, Journell and Webb (2013) and Donavant, et al. (2013) wrote 

about mixed-age college classes, their effect on classroom dynamics, and the issues 

instructors will need to address, such as “what adult learners want, expect, and need from 

the classroom experience” (Donavant et al., p.133). A similar study by Day, Lovato, Tull, 

and Ross-Gordon (2011) interviewed faculty for their perceptions of adult learners and 

how the faculty had adapted their teaching to incorporate andragogy strategies. These and 

other studies have shown that andragogy is beneficial to all adult learners, whether they 

are emerging adults, young adults, or mature adults (Conway, 2009).  

Some studies have criticized andragogy and discussed potential weaknesses in the 

theory (Holton, Swanson, & Bates, 2009; Rachal, 2002). Their primary concern is that 

andragogy does not have a standardized definition and is subject to various meanings and 

interpretations. However, a survey of the recent literature shows agreement across many 

studies in defining and interpreting andragogy. Holton et al. (2009) and other more recent 

studies have created instruments to measure teaching and learning involving andragogy. 

Ongoing research on the validity of andragogy should resolve any remaining concerns 

about the theory.  
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Academic Libraries Research 

As andragogy has been applied successfully in classroom settings, academic 

librarians have also seen its usefulness for library instruction. Gust (2006) applied adult 

learning strategies to information literacy instruction after noting that adult learners who 

return to academic settings face many challenges, especially the widespread technology 

changes in academia. These “high-tech surroundings” can cause adult learners to “return 

to the college classroom with more anxiety, fear, uncertainty, and less self-confidence in 

use of computer technology and searching the internet than traditional students” (Gust, 

2006, p. 557-558). Librarians and information literacy instructors need to work with these 

students to help them develop the tools and skills they need to overcome their anxiety and 

lack of confidence.   

Many researchers suggest ways to incorporate andragogy into library instruction 

and provide additional reasons for doing so (Chen, 2010; Dahlen, 2012; Hays, 2014; 

Lange, Canuel, & Fitzgibbons, 2011). Cooke (2010) listed strategies for using 

information literacy instruction to help adult learners decrease their fear and improve 

their ability and confidence for library research. Cooke argues that the academic library is 

an important venue for adult education and independent lifelong learning, so librarians 

need to understand and apply andragogy to instruction (p. 208). Currie (2000) expanded 

on these themes with a focus on facilitating adult student learning. A key is that librarians 

and library instructors must show respect, patience, and understanding towards adult 

learners for authentic learning to take place.  

Instructional Strategies  

The education and library science literature provides evidence-based 
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instructional strategies recommended for academic librarians who work with adult 

learners. These strategies fall within the following broad themes: the instructor’s role, the 

diversity of learners, using constructivist approaches, and the nature of learning 

experiences.  

The instructor’s role.  One prominent theme in the literature is the instructor’s 

role in the classroom with adult learners (Cooke, 2010; Currie, 2000; Day et al., 2011; 

Hays, 2014; Kiely, Sandmann, & Truluck, 2004; Rapchak & Behary, 2013). First, Currie’s 

(2000) article advocated for the role of the instructor as that of a proactive mediator and 

facilitator of learning. Currie saw the most benefit for adult learning when the instructor 

was a collaborative colleague who showed respect and understanding to students, and 

empowered them in their learning. Overall, the library instructor should be conscious of 

their role as a guide to students achieving their own learning goals. 

More recent research agrees, reasoning that instructors should acknowledge 

students’ life experience and prior knowledge (Day et al., 2011; Hays, 2014). Rapchak et 

al. (2012) recommended that instructors should not assume skills or past experiences of 

adult learners with information literacy; instead, they should take time to get to know their 

students’ knowledge and needs. Kiely et al. (2004) and Rapchak and Behary (2013) suggest 

that adult learners be able to share their past experiences as case studies; this is another way 

that the instructor can act as a learning facilitator while showing respect to the adult 

learners and their experiences. Rather than play the instructor role of the sage-on-the-stage, 

the instructor recognizes that all adults in the classroom can learn from each other. Also, 

Cooke (2010) points out that instructors who make the effort to develop personal 

connections with learners will ease their library-related anxiety and help overcome any 
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psychological barriers from previous library experiences.  

The diversity of learners.  Another theme in the literature is the importance of 

understanding diversity among adult learners. While many articles address the 

importance of acknowledging students’ prior experiences, instructors also need to 

recognize and respond to the complications of group dynamics among students who may 

have vastly different needs and levels of prior knowledge (Donavant et al., 2013; 

Freedman et al., 2012; Imel, 2001;  Knowles et al. 2012; Lange, Canuel, & Fitzgibbons, 

2011; Rapchak & Behary, 2013). Imel (2001) and Lange et al. (2011) stress the 

importance of being sensitive to students’ differences without over-generalizing based on 

stereotypes of race, culture, or age. Library instructors should also understand and 

acknowledge the generational viewpoints, values, attitudes, cultures, and preferences 

represented in the classroom and should use curriculum materials that are inclusive and 

culturally relevant to all of the students (Donavant et al., 2013).   

Two publications by Freedman et al. (2012) and Knowles et al. (2012) 

specifically mention the importance of the classroom or learning environment in 

respecting diversity among adult students. The classroom should be an emotionally safe 

and sympathetic space for learning where adult students feel encouraged by the instructor 

and by each other, and are free to ask questions and admit difficulties. The classroom 

should also be where diverse experiences, viewpoints, and perspectives are 

acknowledged and respected by all. The important thing is to value the diversity of adult 

learners and make the learning environment a place where they can share, explore, and 

continue to grow (Knowles et al., 2012).  

Imel (2001) focuses specifically on race and cultural factors, and how they can 
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affect adult learners’ academic experiences. As Imel (2001) reports, “race has been 

relatively unexamined in research on adult students in higher education,” so it is not 

known how much impact this may have (p. 4). Imel also recommends high levels of 

student involvement in the learning environment and a curriculum that is inclusive and 

culturally relevant. This is a best practice that applies to instruction of all adult learners, 

regardless of their race, gender, culture, class, educational background, or other factors. If 

the students are encouraged to interact with and reflect on the material, and if the 

curriculum is inclusive and relevant to students’ past experiences and future goals, they 

will be self-motivated to learn (Chen, 2014).  

Using constructivist approaches.  The education literature strongly recommends 

applying constructivist theories to the practice of adult learning. One constructivist 

approach, as described by several articles, is to focus on teaching critical thinking skills 

using inquiry, discovery, and problem-based learning strategies (Allen, 2008; Elmborg, 

2010; Stern & Kaur, 2010). By focusing on practical, big-picture information literacy and 

critical thinking skills, the goal for this approach is to enable students to be independent, 

lifelong learners. This may come in the form of developing library instruction to adult 

learners’ needs outside of any one course or outside of the classroom (Rapchak et al., 

2012), or focusing on improving the overall academic success and engagement of adult 

learners (Stern & Kaur, 2010). 

Another constructivist practice is to use scaffolding in instruction. Scaffolding is 

breaking down complicated tasks or skills into small components that can be completed 

one at a time. This makes the task less stressful and more manageable, and helps adult 

learners see their progress (Gust, 2006; Kenner & Weinerman, 2011; Rapchak & Behary, 
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2013; Rapchak et al., 2015). Various means of scaffolding can be applied to information 

literacy instruction with adult learners.  

Scaffolding is especially important for first-year adult students who may need 

additional guidance as they transition into an academic environment. Library and course-

related technology can be challenging for returning adult learners to use since the new 

technology, by itself, can cause anxiety. Instructors should start by introducing resources 

and skills that learners are likely to know, and then progress by teaching the students how 

to use them in other settings. Instructors can also highlight the students’ successful past 

experiences to teach them new skills and their benefits. In doing this, learners see them as 

beneficial for later learning rather than hoops to jump through (Cooke, 2010; Kenner & 

Weinerman, 2011; Rapchak & Behary, 2013). 

Providing instruction using a scaffolding approach also means offering adult 

learners with multiple opportunities for learning. Students in a one-shot instruction session 

should be told that it not their last opportunity for library assistance, but can be the 

beginning (Imel, 2001; Lange et al., 2011). Rapchak et al. (2012) recommended that 

instruction may be delivered in multiple ways such as providing skill-focused workshops, 

having an embedded librarian within courses, or by creating interdisciplinary instructional 

opportunities with instructors or teaching faculty. 

The nature of learning experiences.  A theme present throughout many adult 

learning studies is the students’ preferred nature of learning experiences. The literature 

recommends that learning experiences are well-structured, practical, and collaborative in 

order for the students to have the best learning outcomes. The learning environment needs 

to be logically structured, and students need to be informed of this. The instructor can do 
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this by sharing the lesson plan with adult learners so they know how the class will be 

organized, the connections between separate tasks, and how the course or session objectives 

will be met (Day et al., 2011). This structure will be appreciated by all goal- or task-

oriented learners, and will provide guidance to help anxious learners know the steps that 

will be covered. (Gust, 2006; Kenner & Weinerman, 2011).  

Another way to provide structure is to create supplementary instructional resources 

such as handouts or online guides. These resources can show the connections between the 

topics and tasks discussed in class, and also help prevent information overload if the 

information on them is carefully curated to contain the most relevant resources for 

particular courses or subjects (Lange et al., 2011). Although library instructors may be 

tempted to include everything they might find useful, these sources should not provide 

exhaustive bibliographies on a topic. Instead, the sources should be used as jumping-off 

points that do not replace learner discovery or future library instruction (Lange et al., 

2011). 

To make learning practical, instructors need to identify students’ prior experiences 

and connect them with new instructional topics. Students’ prior learning can be identified 

by pre-assessments to determine their information literacy strengths and needs, perceived 

confidence levels, and previous uses of information sources (Dahlen, 2012). Also, new 

learning experiences should be taught within the context of real-life conditions. Cooke 

(2010) and Gust (2006) both describe scenarios where instructors provided students with 

specific examples of learning application. As a result, the students were able to make 

connections between their learning with their outside lives. Information literacy skills can 

be shown to be immediately relevant to the students when the skills are connected to their 
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courses, career goals, and lifelong learning. 

In addition to creating a structured learning environment, learning activities should 

also be collaborative (Donavant et al., 2013; Freedman et al., 2012; Kenner & Weinerman, 

2011; Quinn & Leligdon, 2014). Adult learners can benefit from exchanging their 

experiences with each other while connecting them to new learning. Lesson plans should 

provide abundant opportunities for peer-to-peer learning, in-depth student discussions, and 

other types of experiences where adult learners and their younger classmates can share their 

knowledge with each other (Currie, 2000; Day et al., 2011; Donavant et al., 2013; Imel, 

2001; Jacobs, 2007). Learners should be given time to discuss their personal research 

interests and educational goals. Class objectives can be established or revised to cover 

information that is of high interest to the learners.    

Conclusion 

This review of education and library science literature offers recommended 

instructional strategies for academic librarians who work with adult learners. The theory 

and applications of andragogy can provide librarians in academic and other settings with 

useful tools for their instructional practice, which then can be used to address the needs of 

adult learners and to develop their information literacy skills for academic and lifelong 

learning uses. 

Although the reviewed articles provide recommendations for applying andragogy 

in library instruction, most of the articles were based on small case studies or used a low 

level of empirical research. Few original research studies have been completed on this 

topic. Additional and more robust studies are needed to establish that andragogy is 

transferable to library settings, and to further examine and address the needs of adult 
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learners in library instruction settings. This lack of higher level research also extends to 

the theory of andragogy itself, as more research is needed to evaluate the theory put 

forward by Knowles (1980). 

Despite the minimal availability of high-level research on andragogy and its 

application in libraries, the increasing numbers of adult learners in college and university 

settings establishes a need for instructional strategies that respond to these students’ 

needs. Higher education has had to adapt its services and pedagogical methods to 

accommodate increasing numbers of non-traditional students such as minorities and the 

economically disadvantaged. This needs to continue in order to make higher education 

accessible to its growing segment of independent, working, and older students. This 

literature review was intended to extend the concept of andragogy into libraries and their 

instructional settings, and to encourage further research and inquiry in this emerging area.  
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